Introduction
According to an old Spanish saying, 'when there is a flood, the first thing that lacks is drinkable water'. In the Palestinian context 'Biblical Orientalism' produced something similar to a flood that has had various lasting consequences to the present day. A plethora of books, private diaries and maps -most of them realized by the Palestine Exploration Fundfollowed by a wide range of phenomena such as 'evangelical tourism', instilled in Britain and beyond what Meron Benvenisti defined as 'the imaginary perception of Palestine based on the Bible'. 1 Such enormous literary production, often focused on the links between Biblical events and the physical characteristics of Palestine, favored the affirmation of an historical chronology that had the tendency to focus almost exclusively on Biblical times and the Crusades, largely ignoring millennia of pre-Biblical history and centuries of Islamic domination. This helped to fix numerous toponyms in the Western collective memory that have covered up the original 'non-Biblical' geography, preventing or hindering the development of an alternative and inclusive local history.
In the more than one thousand books and travel diaries that were written about the 'Holy Land' by European authors between the 1830s and the beginning of the twentieth century, the local populations -including the Arab majority and the Jewish minority -were often, and not by chance, portrayed as a simple appendix to the ancient Biblical scenarios. More precisely, both places and peoples were depicted as 'shadows' of a far off past, 'fossils' suspended in time: 'Every object', commented London painter William Henry Bartlett (1809-1854) referring to the Jaffa area, 'is novel and Oriental in character, and independent of its picturesque beauty, is linked by a delicious association with our earliest dreams of Biblical scenery and incident'.
2 Through these kinds of attitudes, the idea of a 'meta-Palestine', an imaginary place devoid of any history except that of Biblical magnificence, was introduced. The scope of this article is to deconstruct this perception by observing the process through which a local complex reality has been simplified and denied in its continuity.
In the following section I will provide a general introduction which will untangle the reasoning behind 'Biblical Orientalism' (along with the grander inclination to standardize the complexity of the 'other') and assess the impact it has had within the specific Palestinian context, as well as in the broader region. Then I shall focus on the Palestine Exploration Fund, one of the most powerful results of Biblical Orientalism, and its attempt to create a parallelism between the ancient Israelites and the 'New Chosen People', namely the English. Based on this analysis, I shall demonstrate that an overwhelming proportion of the approaches and actions adopted at the time were the products of an attempt to (mis)appropriate the Biblical past for political and imperial purposes. These efforts, largely successful, were carried out through the 'veni, vidi, vici' approach drawn up by Clifford Geertz , 3 that is the idea of dealing with the habits of local populations without passing first through the meaning system which the latter attributed to their social, cultural and religious life. The 'land of the Bible' provides in this respect a unique framework for a deeper understanding of this attitude. As Neil Asher Silberman has noted, 'to possess the land of the Bible means to interpret its history. This aspect has remained constant. Only the interpreters have changed'.
4
Simplification of the 'other': Biblical Orientalism in a broader framework 'Biblical Orientalism', a sui generis variation of the heterogeneous phenomenon known as Orientalism, 5 is a topic to which Edward Said did not devote the attention one might have expected.
6 It can be defined as a phenomenon based on the combination of a selective use of religion and a simplifying way to approach its natural habitat: the 'Holy Land'.
The tendency to simplify the other is a mental approach common to every attempt to control, exploit or subjugate other human beings. This means that the colonizer has a marked inclination to define, and indeed rationalize, the colonized. These processes of rationalization, James Scott noted, 'did not successfully represent the actual activity of the society they depicted, nor were they intended to; they represented only that slice of it that interested the official observer'. 7 Such (mis)representations have often triggered a paradoxical mechanism. That which the colonized have sought to liberate, when fighting to assert their identity against a colonial one, turns out to originate in the perception of the world imposed by the colonizer himself. In the words of Tamim al-Barghouti: occupies language, for they are not black at all, it is he who is pale. The next step, after calling them black, is drawing a boundary and naming the place […] . When the people who find themselves lumped together inside that magical circle recognized by the international community as a legitimate border try to struggle for their independence, they seldom realize that they are struggling for a name that is not theirs and trying to liberate an institution that was created to deprive them of liberty.
8
As highlighted by post-colonial theorists Frantz Fanon and Amílcar Cabral , every process of decolonization implies in primis the liberation on the part of the native from the image imposed on him from the outside and its replacement with another rooted in the traditions and in the history of the place. In certain contexts, however, an unexpected tendency is witnessed. The colonized, in line with that which has been highlighted above, is in fact driven to adopt the perception of reality put forth by the mind of the colonizer, accepting the symbols and traditions created by him in order to better filter the colonized. Thus, and paraphrasing Benita Parry, the coercive power has had in some historical settings a seductive turn.
9
The Eastern Mediterranean area -an expression which should be preferred to the more diffused Middle East 10 -is in this sense one of the best expressions of such an approach. To realize this, it suffices to turn, for example, to the paintings created in Europe in the years following the Battle of Lepanto (1571), when the Muslim fleets of the Ottoman Empire faced the vessels of the Christian Holy League. Because European Christians considered the cross an evocative symbol of their religion, the crescent moon automatically (as, in some respects, the Star of David for the Jews) was read by European artists as being the same for Muslims. Hence the Christian fleets were depicted -as sumptuously shown in the frescoes within the Galleria Colonna in Rome -with crossed sails and the Turkish ones with the crescent moon. The latter symbol, however, did not hold such significance within the culture that it was meant to represent. It was in fact utilized exclusively for decorative purposes and not only in the dār al-Islām. Over the centuries, as has happened for numerous other issues, the dominant Western vision led the majority of Muslims to accept and afterwards to use a religious symbol of identity-representation attributed to them from outside.
11 The attempts to interpret and to simplify the 'other' are therefore rooted in a very distant past.
In order to understand the effects that the inclination to standardize the complexity of the 'other' had within the specific Palestinian context, it is sufficient to mention the maps created by the British authorities in the decades preceding and following the beginning of the Mandate (1920 Mandate ( -1948 . They were, in fact, tools that in a first phase (1871-1884), through the 'geo-theology' of the Palestine Exploration Fund, fished in the mythical past of Biblical Palestine to apply it to that present reality, and that subsequently, beginning with World War I and due to a selective choice of colors, dimensions and names, were used to impose a mental framework destined to shape the future of the region in an increasingly conscious way. As noted recently by the anthropologist Efrat Ben-Ze'ev:
The maps also create a certain illusion regarding settlement sizes: in Arab villages, where houses were close to one another, the map identifies the single cluster of the built-on area (contrasting it with the surrounding area by way of colour). In contrast, the new preplanned Zionist rural settlements had farms adjacent to the homes and thus, the area defined as "built-on" in the map encompassed the farms and stretched on larger tracts. As an outcome, Jewish settlements seem larger on the map, although the number of their inhabitants was often lower than that of Arab villages. As [Mark] Monmonier (1991) points out, the larger the "object" is on the map, the more prominence it gains in the eyes of the viewer.
12
In this case as well, the British obstinacy and desire to identify symbols in addition to welldefined borders and to the relative use of a plethora of terms on the maps to define such concepts (international boundary, village boundary, district boundary, sub-district boundary, fiscal block boundary, municipal boundary, triangulation point boundary, quarter boundary, qita' boundary) did not respond to any need of the local populations. 13 The latter were mostly ignored, demonstrating what Beshara Doumani defined as 'the amazing ability to discover the land without discovering the people'. 
The Palestine Exploration Fund as a case study
The Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF) represented one of the most successful research organizations created in nineteenth-century Europe. Established in London in 1865 following a visit to Palestine by the Prince of Wales 15 and inspired by the British Consul to Jerusalem James Finn, 16 the PEF was initially financed by two major donations (Queen Victoria (1819-1901), patron of the Fund, gave £150 and the University of Oxford £500) and by public subscriptions. Afterwards, starting in 1867, it became largely dependent on the War Office and the Royal Engineers.
Before focusing on this organization, it is important to mention that just five years after the foundation of the PEF, the American Palestine Exploration Society was established in New York. Despite having been inspired by the work of the PEF 17 and rooted in the 'biblical tradition' established a few decades earlier by the American architect Edward Robinson (1797-1863), 18 it had already ceased to exist in 1878. Of the same period was the Deutsche Verein zur Erforshung Palastinas (DVEP), the exploratory fund established in 1878 by the newly born German Empire. The rising political rivalry between the German and British Empires was reflected in the tensions between the PEF and the DVEP. A comparison with Germany's approach to the region can throw much light on just how 'unusual' the modus operandi of the British establishment was. As far as the Germans were concerned, the Arabs, Jews, Turks, Afghans and Persians were simply a means to the achievement of a powerful German hegemony. Berlin's foreign policy was inspired by a genuine interest in preserving and strengthening an ideal -which subsequently proved fatal -known as 15 With his visit to the Holy Land, the Prince of Wales, who became king in 1902 with the name Edward VII Deutschtum or 'German-ness'. German policy in the East was generally not inspired by the references to the Old Testament that largely motivated Britain. Furthermore, as noted by Abdul-Latif Tibawi , the work of the DVEP, as well as that of the French Ecole Biblique of the Dominican Order in Jerusalem and other institutions of different national affiliation belongs to a large extent 'to the twentieth, not the nineteenth century'. 19 Among its founders, the PEF counted prominent evangelists such as George Grove (1820-1900) and Lord Shaftesbury (1801-1885); 20 and well-known imperialists like Walter Morrison (1836-1921) . 21 It should not be surprising therefore that both aspects -evangelical and imperial -were present in the words spoken by the archbishop of York, William Thompson (1819-1890), in the opening speech that hailed the creation of the PEF: 'This country of Palestine belongs to you and to me. It is essentially ours. It was given to the Father of Israel in the words: 'Walk the land in the length of it and in the breadth of it, for I will give it unto thee'. We mean to walk through Palestine in the length and in the breadth of it because that land has been given unto us. ... It is the land towards which we turn as the fountain of all our hopes; it is the land to which we may look with as true a patriotism as we do to this dear old England, which we love so much'.
22
Despite these declarations, as well as the prayer officiated for the occasion by the bishop of London, the scientific purposes of the PEF were promptly laid out in its statute. It was Thompson's task to read the founding prospectus of the PEF: 'Our object is strictly an inductive inquiry. We are not to be a religious society; we are not about to launch controversy; we are about to apply the rules of science'. 23 In other words, the evangelical extremism connected to the prophecies that characterized the previous decades and centuries should have ultimately left room for attempts to historicize the holy scripture, in order to cast a 'newer and a truer light on the Bible'. known at the time -were already under the direct control of the Orthodox Christians, as well as of the Catholics and other non-Protestant denominations. Even more importantly, this was traceable to the desire to connect Anglican Protestantism to the ancient Israelites and thus to the concept of 'chosen people'. As had already happened with Gildas (c.500-570), 27 the purpose was clear: to create a parallelism in order to show how 'the Chosen People of old, the Israelites, had been succeeded by the New Chosen People, the English'.
28
Beside these considerations, however, there was a second side to the PEF. These operations reflected military strategies camouflaged by archaeological interests -many PEF's members were connected to the British establishment, not to mention the fact that Queen Victoria became its patron as well as financer -in order to obtain strategic information and progressively entrench the British presence in Palestine. The maps produced by the PEF, created with an accuracy (scale 1:63 360) unknown before that time, were more useful than ever for Her Majesty's intelligence for the defense of the Suez Canal in case of new friction with Russia. 'The power that holds the "Promised Land"', a flier produced by the PEF in 1880 stated, 'holds the two routes from East to West'. 29 Those same maps were also used later, in 1917/18, during the conquest of Palestine by General Allenby's troops. 30 Maps produced prior to the 19 th century were little more than notes based on suggestions passed down over the centuries. In the first half of the 19 th century various Western cartographers visited the region to create rudimentary maps for military purposes. Though not complete and containing macroscopic errors, these maps served as the basis for PEF works. This is the case, in fact, of the maps produced in 1810 by Seetzen and in 1815 by Pierre Jacotin, a geographer who had participated in Napoleon's Egyptian campaign, followed by those by Gauthier (1822), Assheton (1822), Berghaus (1835), Catherwood (1833), Scott (1844), van de Welde (1854-62) and others. 31 The interpretation of the meaning and of the history of Palestine that was revealed by the works of the PEF, which were often imbued with a 'triumphant sense of European superiority', 32 was quickly transformed into a tool for the legitimization of British political claims on the Holy Land. The success of this legitimization was facilitated by the longstanding weakness and disorganization showed in the region by the Porte; it would be enough to mention that the latter, at the start of World War I, still continued to identify the distances between various areas of Palestine in terms of hours of travel. 33 was facilitated by the certainty that the presence of Muslims in Palestine was a 'temporary degeneration'; the true significance of the Holy Land, as clearly expressed by two key figures of the PEF, Charles Warren (1840-1927) 34 and Claude R. Conder (1848-1910), 35 was to be found in its Christian and Jewish inhabitants. This predisposition was expressed in various forms in numerous documents. In one of the volumes of The Surveys of Western Palestine there is for example a section entitled 'The peasantry of Western Palestine'. The words written by Charles F. Tyrwhitt-Drake (1846-1847), who from 1869 until his death held prominent positions in the PEF, 36 show a predisposition towards the local populationspecifically the fellāḥīn -which went well beyond mere intolerance:
The physical and mental degradation of the women, who are mere animals, proletaires, beasts of burden, cannot but have a most injurious effect upon the children ... the fellaheen are, all in all, the worst type of humanity that I have come across in the East ...] the fellah is totally destitute of all moral sense. 37 But it was perhaps Thomas Edward Lawrence ('Lawrence of Arabia', 1888-1935), a leading figure in the PEF as well as a protagonist of the Arab Revolt of 1916-18, who most clearly expressed the prevalent opinion among the members of the organization in relation to the local Arab populations. Though belonging to the generation following that of Tyrwhitt-Drake and that of the PEF founders, Lawrence captured in his Seven Pillars of Wisdom a feeling that was widespread even in the last quarter of the 19 th century:
The Semites [Lawrence was referring to Arabic speakers] have no middle ground of seeing things … they don't understand our metaphysical problems, our introspective questions. They only understand true and false, faith and no faith, without our hesitating result of subtle nuances … They were limited people of limited vision, whose inert intellect remains arid in careless resignation. Their imaginations were vivid, but not creative. There was so little Arab art in Asia that one could almost say that there was no art whatsoever … They didn't invent any philosophical system, no complex mythology. 38 The approach taken towards the Islamic component in Palestine wavered, therefore, between disinterest and disdain, with the result of raising hostility among the natives shortly after. Various influential members of the PEF -among them Conder 39 and Lord Kitchener (1850- 1916), two old friends brought together by a strong religious devotion -were victims of 'unjustified assaults' by some local inhabitants to the yell 'death to Christians'. 40 Though not justifiable, this bitterness was at least partially explicable given the hostility -on sporadic occasions aggravated by cases of physical abuse 41 -shown to them by various Western engineers, geographers and painters, 42 as well as Protestant missionaries. The local population had difficulty in differentiating the, albeit limited, scientific-religious activities of the PEF from those of the missionaries across the whole of the region. It is not surprising then that, as witnessed in 1860 by Consul Finn from Jerusalem, the Arab farmers in Palestine were deemed to be 'unsettled in mind, being apprehensive of a general inundation of all sorts of European Christians, including Spanish, Sardinian, Prussians, and Greeks'. referred. The repercussions of this phenomenon were amplified by an initiative that began in 1869, the year in which the PEF printed the first volume of the Palestine Exploration Fund Quarterly Statement, responsible for divulging their findings. In these months -the same in which the Suez Canal was opened -the inventor of modern travel agencies Thomas Cook (1808-1892) inaugurated 'evangelical tourism', leading the first touristic journey to Jerusalem. Just fifty-one people participated in that tour, but over the following three decades twelve thousand British pilgrims -mainly belonging to the middle-class -followed in their footsteps. Through this undertaking, Cook -raised with a strict Baptist upbringing (he became a Baptist minister in 1828) -contributed perhaps more than anyone else 'to facilitate and shape evangelical contact with the Holy Land'. 45 Thanks to him, the considerations expressed by Archbishop Thompson in the inaugural meeting of the PEF ('This country of Palestine belongs to you and to me') 46 were not conveyed through books and maps, but rather through the direct experience of men and women of Great Britain. These are the words Cook used in 1872 to describe the efforts made by his organization:
The educational and social results of these four years of Eastern travel have been most encouraging. A new incentive to scriptural investigation has been created and fostered; "The Land and the Book" have been brought into familiar juxtaposition, and their analogies have been better comprehended; and under the general influence of sacred scenes and repeated sites of biblical events, inquiring and believing spirits have held sweet counsel with each other. 47 Cook's approach, like the maps produced by the PEF, had the effect of crystallizing the connections between Biblical events and the physical characteristics of Palestine. These connections spread, among other things, the idea that names used by Arabs of Palestine to refer to millenary cities such as, for example, 'Ariha (Arīḥā in Arabic, Yeriḥo in Hebrew), 'Asqalana ('Asqalān in Arabic, Ashqelon in Hebrew), 'Akka (Akkā in Arabic, 'Akko in Hebrew), Gaza (Ghazza in Arabic, 'Azza in Hebrew), were nothing but awkward attempts to distort, 'arabize' and 'bastardize' the names of ancient Israeli cities. This was a perception that, although often unfounded, has had repercussions visible to the present day.
Conclusion
'Biblical Orientalism' reverberates until today. It can be found in the neo-evangelical movements' impact on the foreign policy of the most important power in the region (the United States) and it can be detected in more subtle ways, as for example in the path dependency of the maps which we use in reference to the area. Biblical Orientalism was already present in the maps published in the first modern atlas by Dutch cartographer Abraham Ortelius (1527-1598). In the 16 th century Ortelius instilled 'black on white' the idea of a 'meta-Palestine' devoid of any history except that of Biblical gloriousness. It is, however, only in the second half of the 19 th century when 'Biblical Orientalism' reached its climax that this approach found its ideal ground. It is then that the 'shadowing' process in relation to the local populations, as well as the impression that the history of the major villages and cities in the region had its point zero in Biblical times, gained their most influential formulations.
Speaking about the Arabic names of the local cities, the geographer David Benvenisti (1897-1993) made a reference to the 'bastardizations of the authentic Hebrew ones, an aberration of sorts, which was rectified with their liberation'. 48 These kinds of simplifications are still today repeated almost verbatim in many academic publications, journals, and newspapers. 49 The attempts to appropriate in an exclusivist way of thousands of years of local history, perpetuated in each of these works, have been vital in igniting the many absolutist theories which are thriving in our days. It is necessary, perhaps now more than ever, to instill (or re-instill) the concept of continuity in reference to the history of the region. This is not a way to deny the claims of any of its peoples, but instead is a path aiming at showing why a land that did not belong to one single people in its entire history cannot be but shared. 'If I wish to profit by this tour', Mark Twain (1835-1910) noted during his stay in the Holy Land, 'and come to a correct understanding of the matters of interest connected to it, I must studiously and faithfully unlearn a great many things I have somehow absorbed concerning Palestine'. 50 The Innocents Abroad, the book in which he wrote these words, has been one of the most widely read travel diaries of all time. Twain's message, often misunderstood, is today more valid than ever: it is necessary to unlearn in order to relearn, to deconstruct in order to reconstruct. The road that leads to a broader comprehension of the current Israeli-Palestinian tragedy -and with it to a deeper empathy for all its victimscannot avoid these aspects. Such awareness will help to create the conditions for a more respectful coexistence: a coexistence that will pay proper attention to the process through which the local universe has been essentialised and denied in its continuity.
